A putative novel strain of Ehrlichia infecting Amblyomma tigrinum associated with Pampas fox (Lycalopex gymnocercus) in Esteros del Iberá ecoregion, Argentina.
The current work evaluated road-killed Pampas foxes (Lycalopex gymnocercus) and their ticks for the presence of vector-borne agents in the ecoregion Esteros del Iberá in northeastern Argentina. Spleen, lung and blood samples and Amblyomma tigrinum adult ticks collected from the foxes were tested by polymerase chain reaction (PCR) assays targeting bacteria of the genera Ehrlichia, Anaplasma, and Rickettsia. All foxes tested were negative for the three genera, but evidence of Ehrlichia and Rickettsia infection was detected in the ticks. One A. tigrinum (out of 12 tested) was infected by an ehrlichial agent, here named Ehrlichia sp. strain Iberá, related to ehrlichial agents recently detected in platypuses in Tasmania (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) and in voles (Myodes rutilus and Myodes rufocanus) and shrews (Sorex araneus) in the Russian Far East. Regarding Rickettsia, all A. tigrinum ticks (100%) were infected by ´Candidatus Rickettsia andeanae´, a member of the spotted fever group rickettsia of unknown pathogenicity. Further research is necessary to unveil the ecology of Ehrlichia sp. strain Iberá as well as its zoonotic relevance. The species of the genus Ehrlichia are known to be pathogenic to mammals, including humans and domestic animals, thus the presence of this ehrlichial agent in A. tigrinum is a potential risk for veterinary and public health, as the adults of A. tigrinum are common parasites of dogs in rural and peri-urban environments, and humans are also frequently bitten by this tick species.